and occupied legal positions inferior to men.6 Thus Canada was a free and demo cratic society in the nineteenth century, but one in which women received disparate treatment.
Human rights principles have evolved over time. Reactions to the horrors of World War II, grassroots campaigns against discrimination, and the advent of the modern welfare state inaugurated a new rights era. New and powerful voices emerged at the international level to contest racial discrimination and economic exploitation by European imperialists. W ithin a generation, countries across the globe implemented policies prohibiting discrimination in the public and pri vate sectors. At the same time, human rights advocates increasingly spoke of eco nomic, social, and cultural rights such as health care, education, work, and abortion (referred to hereafter as social rights).
Despite the proliferation of international human rights campaigns, laws, and treaties, however, such rights have remained highly statist because they are tangibly realized through laws or regulations.7 As a result, human rights activism has tended to focus on nation-states by primarily seeking to protect individuals against state abuse of human rights or to mobilize the state to protect human rights. For while individuals and groups can make rights claims and such claims have a powerful moral force, they are not rights until recognized by the state.8
Recognizing this reality, scholars and activists examining the history and leg acies of human rights struggles have debated the usefulness of "human rights" as an effective vehicle for social change. Rights critics have forwarded blistering critiques According to Fudge and Harry Glasbeek, "human rights legislation protects people from discrimination on the basis of seemingly ineluctable categories such as sex, dis ability, race, religion, place of origin, and not on the basis of economic subordination which may be expressed through these legally recognized differences."11 Yet another critic, the British historian Neil Stammers, suggests that human rights policies hing ing on civil and political rights and governing state practices do not appreciably counter human rights abuses, which primarily occur at the substate, social level.
Stammers argues that social rights are violated by private economic agencies and that the rights of women are violated by men. A statist approach, then, can be highly misleading if the obligation to deal with human rights abuses lies with agencies that either do not threaten, or are not threatened by, existing power structures. 12 Rights defenders, on the other hand, posit that human rights discourse can empower victims of oppression.13 Martha Minow defends human rights as a rhet oric capable of exposing and challenging hierarchies of power.14 Michael McCann believes that legal-rights advocacy can constitute a strategic tool for combating inequality. 15 Far from embracing a simply legal reformist stance or a rhetorical move, however, scholars such as McCann, Elizabeth Schneider, and Miriam Smith also emphasize the need for duel strategies of political action and mobilization.
This scholarly debate reveals the varied definitions of human rights, as well as the ambiguous use to which human rights discourses are put. Human rights can be expansively or narrowly conceived. The corresponding discourse can serve as one of liberation or one of hegemony. A true test of human rights strategies requires a detailed empirical study that situates the language of human rights in its social and historical context, assesses the impact of human rights instruments, and analyzes the influence of both on social movement activism.
The Origins o f the Canadian Human Rights State
A grassroots movement to entrench human rights in provincial legislation and the constitution began in the 1930s. 16 Activists seized on changing attitudes toward race, on new economic realities, and on the growing international human rights movement to push for legislation to protect minorities -particularly Jews and blacks -against discrimination. 17 tory Bill of Rights recognizing Canadians' rights to speech, a free press, religion, assembly, association, and due process. These tentative legislative forays represented the building blocks of the human rights state. Eventually, however, the human rights state matured with the introduction of prohibitions on overt acts of discrimination and state policies designed to "correct systemic conditions that produce discrimina tory results even in the apparent absence of overt prejudicial acts. The VSW, which "dealt only in women's rights" and had as its key objective to " foster public knowledge of the rights and status of women in Canada," was integral to the early human rights state in British Columbia.37 Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the organization regularly lobbied for amendments to human rights legisla tion and assigned people to attend all-candidates meetings during elections. Candi dates were called on to support more funding for the Human Rights Branch, remove any exemptions for government agencies and educational institutions, provide legal aid for complainants, and ban discrimination on the basis of pregnancy and mari tal status.38 The VSW also helped many women file complaints; for instance, the organization initiated the largest equal-pay case in British Columbia history, involv ing sixty-three dietary workers at the Riverview Hospital. The VSW never stopped attempting to seek restitution through human rights legislation. In 1980, it helped bring a complaint against the University of British Columbia engineering students' newspaper, Red Rag. Nadine Allen described the paper as a "pornographic, racist and sexist publication." The paper consistently published articles demeaning women, including one offensive piece in 1982 offering a guide to men who were "pussy whipped" on how to sexually harass and abuse women.39 Despite harnessing a reformist strategy, women activists such as those men tioned above knew the limits of the human rights state. Janet Beebe, for instance, emphasized in a VSW report on the status of women that "people who expect [law] to change the status of women in society or alter their socio-economic status are insane . . . . What is necessary is an overall change in the attitude of people and that has to be done through education and through women actually doing their jobs people thought they would never do."46 Social entitlements like day care, not human rights legislation, were the VSW 's highest priorities; activists often linked proposed changes to the code with other policies such as education, health care, or pensions.47 Numerous women's groups also called for a Ministry of Women's Rights and lobbied to have sexual harassment, social status, disability, family arrangement, and sexual orientation added to the code. 48 Some feminists, however, rejected human rights strategies altogether. As the historian Nancy Adamson points out, many Canadian "feminist activists were quite contemptuous of women's rights feminists, seeing them as women who had 'sold out' to the patriarchy."49 One of the first books produced by the women's liberation movement, Women Unite! (1972), opens with this distinction: "The philosophy of the women's rights groups is that civil liberty and equality can be achieved within the present system, while the underlying belief of women's liberation is that oppres sion can be overcome only through a radical and fundamental change in the struc ture of our society."50
Inspired by socialism and frustrated at the sexism rampant in student groups 
Gender Equality and Canada's Human Rights State
Male-dominated and politically conservative parties became a powerful obstacle for Despite the numerous government, business, and political obstacles facing victims of discrimination, many women continued to seek restitution for rights vio lations. But the human rights state was only moderately successful at responding to complaints. In any given year less than 1 percent of the complaints reached a board of inquiry; 40 to 60 percent were informally settled by human rights officers; and 30 to 40 percent of complaints were withdrawn or found to be without merit. 75 Boards of inquiry represented the most powerful weapon available in the human rights state's arsenal. These bodies could require employers to pay lost wages or rehire a former employee, require people to provide a tenant with accommoda tion, offer a service, or simply apologize. A study of a sample of twenty boards of inquiry between 1975 and 1979 dealing with sex discrimination reveals how the boards could be used to punish discriminatory acts.76 Four of the twenty complaints were dismissed. O f the sixteen complaints upheld, two involved providing a service; two employers were ordered to offer the complainant a job; and ten were awarded damages. By any measure this was a successful track record. And yet, of the ten awards, six amounted to simply a few hundred dollars and only four offered close to CDN$2,000. Generous, perhaps, but a great deal less than the CDN$5,000 maxi mum provided under the Code, and small consolation for those who lost their jobs or had their careers derailed.
The numbers also hid the reality of what was a cumbersome and exhausting process. In July 1974, the Lornex Mining Corporation submitted to an order from the HRC to make its campsite accommodations available to its female employees. A few months later, Jean Tharpe, a laboratory technologist, moved into the company's accommodations only to discover that Lornex had complied with the order by the simple expedient of allowing women to shower and sleep in the same facilities as men. In September Tharpe submitted another complaint against Lornex. The com pany agreed to deal with the problem, although once again its remedy was evasive.
The company added a partition within the bunkhouse to separate Tharpe from the rest of the workers, which her male coworkers promptly ignored because her section offered a faster route to the dinning area. Tharpe moved forward with her case, and the board of inquiry ruled in her favor, although it was not appointed until D ecem ber 1975. After over a year of consistent conflict with her employer, having to go out of town to shower, and working in a tense working environment, Tharpe was awarded CD N $250 for her troubles.77
In 1983, the Social Credit government proposed to replace the Human Rights Code with a much more regressive law.78 One day after introducing the legislation, the government dismissed all of its human rights officers; a week later, the cabinet dismissed the entire HRC by order-in-council. 79 Under the newest Human Rights Act the reasonable cause section was removed, the amount of damages a victim could claim were reduced from CDN$5,ooo to CDN$2,ooo, and industrial relations officers were once again assigned the task of investigating complaints. The history of the human rights state in British Columbia provides numerous examples of the obstacles facing human rights activists: politicians hostile to human rights legislation; limited resources for investigating complaints; bureaucratic delays; narrowly defined human rights laws; and businesses opposed to accommodation. Vic tims of racial or age discrimination were no more successful than women in seeking reparations. The statistics for complaints of racial and age discrimination are almost identical to the statistics for sex discrimination: in any given year, on average, half the complaints were settled informally; half were dismissed or withdrawn; and a minis cule proportion reached a board of inquiry. Even in the rare instance when a board of inquiry was called, boards were reluctant to impose fines or award damages.85
Conclusion
In many ways, the experience in British Columbia was unique. There is no doubt sive social rights, was never realized to the same extent as it was concerning civil and political rights. As Catherine MacKinnon argues, issues of concern to women such as pornography, economic power, rape, and sexual assault are not conceived as gender equality or sex discrimination because they are threats facing women, not men: "The whole point of women's social relegation to inferiority as a gender is that for the most part these things aren't done to men. 
